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Preface

One of the contributors to this volume commented, when I asked permission to reprint his article, that I was adding to the “spate” of books on racial violence. This is true,1 and I suppose that like all anthologists I also feel a need to justify time spent in collecting the reports and thoughts of others rather than in original research and writing. There are several answers to the question of self-justification which I have posed for myself. I should like to remark briefly on each of them before I go on to say something about the organization of this volume and the criteria for selection.

Kenneth B. Clark, the distinguished (and, incidentally, black) social psychologist, is another of the authors whose work is included in this book. Dr. Clark long ago established his bona fules as an expert on race relations (and racial violence); it was natural that when the Report of the (President’s) National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders was released in the spring of 1968 his opinion of the document would be solicited. He has been quoted as remarking that it was generally an excellent document, but that he had a sense of great familiarity in going through it, a familiarity based on the fact that he had read several earlier reports which were equally perceptive, equally rigorous and, he implied, probably equally effective in precipitating social change. Clark, and some few other students of relations between blacks and whites in American society, have seen events of the last several years as following naturally from a long history, a history which includes a variety of expressions of social violence in intergroup relations in the United States. Most Americans, however, for a variety of reasons, have chosen to view the violence of the Sixties as an unexpected and, in some ways, unexplainable phenomenon which somehow has suddenly appeared in a full-blown and extremely threatening form. Among the more obvious reasons has been a preoccupation with other revolutionary changes in American life in the last twenty years. This preoccupation seems to have been accompanied by a pattern of wishful thinking that has somehow assumed that while there have been people in American society who are underprivileged, perhaps even systematically exploited and discriminated against, they have experienced a steadily improving situation both through their own hard work and through legal action by the government. An important stimulus for working on this book has been my concern that current events be put into a proper historical perspective.

Some historians, at least, have long acted on sociological assumptions—that is, they have hypothesized (and demonstrated) that where patterns of social relationships, most particularly of relations of power, are similar, the course of events is likely also to be similar. Sociologists operate on the fundamental axiom that social behavior is not random but ordered, that given similar structural situations history will indeed repeat itself. In spite of this, there has not emerged from all the literature on social violence a systematic theory on this ultimate and most destructive form of social conflict. The literature on racial conflict or on social violence is not atheoretical—it is, rather, eclectic.

Social scientists of every persuasion have attempted to isolate the causes of prejudice and discrimination, social phenomena intimately related to expressions of conflict and violence. Simpson and Yinger (1953), in one of the more sophisticated texts on race relations in the United States, present a classification of types of explanations of prejudice which exemplifies the variety of explanatory theories. They speak of the personality functions of prejudice, prejudice as a weapon in group conflict, and the cultural factor in prejudice. Each of the many causal explanations of prejudice purports to isolate the major etiological factor in prejudice, therefore in discrimination and, presumably, in racial tension and conflict. In any given instance of racial conflict or of prejudice, however, more than one of these causal clusters has served equally well in explanation. In practice, those elements of the varying theories that best fit immediate problems have been selected eclectically. There is an evident need for a presentation of explanations of social violence representing several of the many perspectives now current, so that readers can make their own synthesis, or, even better, see cogent reasons for assigning priority to explanations based on the explication of social structure. (I will return to this topic in the Introduction when I talk about my own bias). This need was a second stimulus for this volume.

I had two additional, personal, reasons for agreeing to do this book. The first is professional-personal. I was no more prescient than any other social scientist in anticipating the new forms that the struggle for full equality would assume in the decade of the Sixties. I did, however, begin studying racial violence in the United States some ten years ago—doing my doctoral dissertation on urban racial violence in the United States. That dissertation constituted an attempt to learn whether or not patterns in such violence, which had been isolated by Richard D. Lambert in his study of Hindu-Muslim violence in the Indian subcontinent (Lambert, 1952), could also be discerned in Negro-white violence in the United States. Many of the patterns were repeated, and in the years since I have continued to follow up interests in conflict and violence as social processes. Given the relative paucity of research interest in social violence, it was not surprising then, that when the “new” violence began in 1964 people asked me for opinions. It seemed to me that there had had been shifts in the meaning of the violence. I found that some of my observations were questioned by others, and in response I found myself wanting to review again both past history and the various interpretations of contemporary events. Hence, again, a reason for this book.

The second personal reason is non-professional, and related to my concerns as a citizen of this troubled country. On Wednesday night, September 1, 1965, sociologists attending their annual professional meetings at a Chicago hotel encountered the then “Negro” revolution, many of them for the first time. Undoubtedly some had never before personally witnessed a demonstration, though probably all had seen on television the events of Selma and Montgomery, of the March on Washington and, only days before, of the Watts disturbances. As sociologists poured out of the hotel after a day of listening to papers, of talking in the hotel’s bars, of committee meetings, job negotiations and just plain socializing—they found several dozen blacks and whites marching in a picket line in front of the main door of the hotel. The pickets were protesting the continuation in office of Chicago Superintendent of Schools Benjamin Willis and the alleged inactivities of Mayor Richard J. Daley in correcting problems related to de facto school segregation. While it was true that Willis himself lived only a block away and that the demonstrators visited both Willis and Daley, it was no accident that they also picketed in front of the hotel. Of the approximately 260 papers listed in the program for the meetings, about ten per cent dealt directly with problems of group relations, largely in the United States, and many others had implications for understanding of problems related to racial and ethnic relations. The fact that the pickets came to the hotel was an indication of the growing sophistication of cadres of the civil rights movement. The response of many of the sociologists was an indication of their need to segregate their scholarly activity from the “action” of the real world.

I believe that sociologists and other students of society have an obligation, as citizens, to present scholarly findings in a format which will help the decision-makers of our society to make wise decisions. In this I admit to an unscientific ameliorative bias. This book has been prepared for policy-makers as well as for scholars and interested citizens. My second personal reason for editing this volume is my hope that by underlining the historical continuities in patterns of racial violence and has been a good editor and a good friend. In working at Indiana University I profited immensely from the encouragement and suggestions of John T. Liell, Austin T. Turk and James Watson. Professor Owen Thomas of the Department of English at Indiana University has been a good lriend and a friendly editor. Much of what clarity there is in my own writing is his; the shortcomings in sociological interpretation are, of course, my own.

Thanks are due to anonymous black interviewees and to obscure librarians—as well as to numerous professional associates who have encouraged me to think and to rethink about the problem about which this book is organized. Miss Katherine Haack helped on the manuscript; Mrs. Kay Radecki worked long hours in obtaining permissions, in organizing the manuscript, in preparing the master bibliography, in catching at least some of my many editorial blunders. She also protected me from routine problems during the long period in which most of the work was done. Miss Kathleen George picked up, when I moved from Indiana University to Berkeley for a year’s visit, the onerous task of completing a number of unfinished and important chores. My wife Polly provided continuing encouragement in a task that seemed to grow more difficult as time passed.

Authors sometimes have tense and conflictful relationships with editors and publishers. I count myself fortunate indeed to have worked with a publisher, Alexander J. Morin, who knew what I was doing and offered both useful criticism and continuing support. Sheila Welch, “my” Aldine editor, showed both critical acumen and a supportive enthusiasm that helped make a difficult task easier and occasionally even enjoyable.

I never agreed with all of the tactics of Malcolm X or of Dr. Martin Luther King, nor did I share their very different ideological perspectives in all details. The full magnitude of their selfless contributions to the solution of the problem of the removal of causes of social violence in America cannot yet, and probably will not ever, be measured. Their contributions were great. This book is dedicated to the memory and to the hopes for freedom of these two men and to other, more anonymous martyrs.

 

1. Recently, while waiting in the office of a sociologist who has been working on racial violence, I counted more than forty titles on the subject on his library shelves, all published within the last five years. I am sure that his collection is not inclusive.
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INTRODUCTION

Violence: A Sociological Perspective1

My purpose in this introduction, which is not directed to an audience of professional sociologists, is to try to indicate some of the questions about social violence which have seemed important to sociologists and some of the ways in which sociological answers to these questions differ from those of other interested students. The sociologist is interested both in an understanding of the phenomena of violence themselves and, as an exercise in the sociology of knowledge, in the ways in which different varieties of explanations for these phenomena have emerged from the perspectives of the several disciplines which have studied them. Principally, I wish to distinguish social violence as a social process which occurs predictably and understandably from the social structural arrangements of the societies in which it appears; contrasting this view to one that sees it as the sum of a collection of instances of individual behavior. In doing this I am showing my sociological bias and training—just as psychologists reveal their professional predispositions by their emphasis on the importance of the individual and of individual characteristics in the generation of collective violent disturbances.

After defining social violence I turn to a classification of principal theoretical perspectives (commenting in passing on some of the theoretical and practical defects of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders’ [Kerner, 1968] criticizing “white racism” as the “root source” of violence involving black citizens). In the second section of the Introduction is a brief sketch of the organization of this book.


Social Violence Defined

Social violence is assault upon an individual or his property solely or primarily because of his membership in a social category. Some students would include racial slurs and discrimination in such a definition, but for purposes of this Introduction I mean physical assault resulting in personal injury or in damage to property. Thus, a fight between a Protestant and a Catholic schoolboy would not ordinarily be an instance of social violence in this country. If, however, the fight started because of religious insults it would be, as it would become if other boys joined in on the basis of religious affiliation. Similarly if a black robber always chose white victims (and because of their color rather than their greater likelihood to be good victims [two not unrelated characteristics]), then he would be committing social violence. Violent events which begin as non-social violence not infrequently change during their course into social violence, as in instances where servicemen’s brawls become battles between the services or where post-football-game battles become race riots.



Some Theories of Social Violence

There seem to be as many explanations and interpretations of social violence as there are scholarly and applied professions with interest in this variety of behavior. (An excellent and more detailed account of some sociological perspectives can be found in Paige, 1968.) Historians speak of a tradition of lawlessness and violence; anthropologists (and some sociologists) speak of cultures or sub-cultures of violence; social reformers and revolutionaries speak of unjust laws; and pacifists look with horror on violence in any form and see its source in man’s unfortunate but perhaps perfectible “nature.” This book, however, is limited primarily to inclusion of two sets of theoretical perspectives, the first of which includes the interpretations of violence made by psychoanalysts (and psychiatrists), by psychologists and by social psychologists—the second of which is dominated by sociological interpretations.

The three varieties of interpretation which characterize the first perspective generally look for explanations of social violence by focusing attention on the individual. The psychoanalyst looks for violence proneness as a characteristic of the individual personality, rooted perhaps in traumatic experiences of very early life, but clearly the consequence of the interaction of uniquely personal experiences in molding an individual psyche. To the psychoanalyst, the most important traumas are usually sexual. Sexual fears and sexual competition have characterized relations between black and white people in this country since contact first occurred; it is not surprising then that psychoanalysts have seen sex as crucial in determining the patterns of intergroup relations—including those of violence.2 Hersey (1968), in his book on the Algiers Motel incident which took place during the course of the 1967 riots in Detroit, criticizes the National Advisory Commission for failing to acknowledge the sexual aspects of race-linked social violence in that incident. The Freudian analyst, however, is likely to see social violence more generally as the acting out of sexual traumas suffered in infancy, or as the sublimation of sexual impulses of adults rather than as direct competition over sex as a commodity. Thus, Sterba (1947), in his commentary on the Detroit race riot of 1943, interprets assaults by whites on black owned automobiles and their occupants as being the acting out of white penis envy. Such an interpretation lies at the fairly extreme end of the individual versus social explanations continuum but continues to be subscribed to by a small but extremely hardy group of professional psychiatric and, particularly, psychoanalytic interpreters.

The psychologist, in contrast, focuses less on the characteristics of the individual personality (either as molded by experiences of infancy and childhood or as givens in the adult personality) than on the dynamics of an individual’s interaction with his environment. The frustration-aggression hypothesis has informed much of the theorizing on violence by psychologists; in one pioneering study Hovland and Sears attempted to demonstrate that the number of lynchings was directly related to economic activity, with lynchings increasing in periods of economic depression and declining in periods of prosperity.3 Some psychologists, of course, have directed themselves to the examination of personality development and particular personality syndromes, e.g., the “authoritarian personality,’’ but have extended the formative period beyond that usually emphasized by psychoanalysts and psychiatrists into the adult years. Their position would seem to be intermediate between that of the more analytically oriented student with his view of the essential rigidity of personality and that of the social psychologist who has a substantially more situational interpretation of individual behavior.

Social psychologists have looked for an explanation of social violence in the acting out of prejudice (as an attitude located in the individual); they have differed from psychoanalysts and from many psychologists in their emphasis on the structural features of society that support socialization into prejudice. In the case of black rioters, they have looked for such socially generated experiences as “relative deprivation” or “a search for identity” as they may relate to individual attempts to find more congenial modes of organization of the personal field. Thus, Clark (1944) and Clark and Barker (1945) have attempted to describe the attitudinal structure of individuals who participate in social violence or who reject it, linking this attitudinal structure to the interaction of a variety of personal experiences, an interaction that is unique in the case of each individual person.4 Ransford, a sociological social psychologist, has attempted to isolate a number of specific attitudes, and to link the specific attitudes (e.g., isolation and powerlessness) to participation in group violence (1968). In this case, the sets of attitudes are seen as being characteristics of members of categories rather than as individual attributes. In so doing a bridge is suggested between the social psychological position, which emphasizes the importance of individual psychological attributes and attitudes in generating social tensions and violence, and the sociological perspective, which attempts to de-individualize violence phenomena by attending to features of social structure and of the location of power in the larger society. While the need for some kind of bridge is obvious, it should be noted that few contemporary scholars of any of the three individual-oriented disciplines would argue that personality or attitudes alone can serve as an explanation for violence and that few sociologists would argue that personality factors and attitudes are irrelevant.



The Position of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders

The Report of the Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders has erred, it seems to me, in attempting (perhaps for programmatic, perhaps for tactical or strategic, purposes) to isolate a single most important cause of the events of the Sixties. The Report, in a section “Causes of Disorders,” concludes that the most fundamental factor in causation is “the racial attitude of white Americans, and the impact of that attitude on their behavior toward black Americans.” They have not confronted the meaning of structural sources of violence, although they have identified them—they have not attempted to cross the bridge linking psychological and sociological perspectives.

White racism is a salient feature of American society. It is, however, I suspect, as much an effect as it is a cause, and to identify it as the principal cause of the disturbances of recent years (or for that matter of earlier years) is to single out as the single most important factor one that is least immediately amenable to planned social change. A sociological bias is clear in this observation, namely, sociologists see structural features of societies themselves as determining both the attitudes and values of individuals and the collective behavior that is sometimes engendered by these values and attitudes. Numerous studies have shown that neither exhortation nor reasoned attempts at persuasion are particularly effective in changing people’s attitudes; this seems to have been especially true in the case of prejudiced attitudes about categories of people (see, inter alia, Williams, 1947). To suggest that racism is the primary cause of the violence we have witnessed in the United States may be to suggest that the problem is essentially insoluble. This leads me to conclude that the Commission, in emphasizing racism, has made a tactical error.

I believe that emphasis should be placed on the structural characteristics of our society which initiated and now support the continuing subordination of certain groups. Such subordination requires the development or maintenance of “racist” attitudes so that more privileged people can legitimate what is clearly an inequitable situation. It is in this sense that William Graham Sumner was wrong when he stated that “stateways don’t make folkways.” Quite the contrary. We have learned that if people are required to behave in certain ways, ultimately their attitudes will become consistent with their behavior. It is much easier to attack problems of police behavior by making it clear to officers that if they are guilty of violations of civil rights or civil liberties, sanctions will be applied, than it is to convince them that there is something wrong with their attitudes about members of minority groups (whether these groups are black people, the urban poor, or homosexuals).5 I am suggesting, here, that the Commission, in emphasizing racism and failing to note the explanatory priority of structural variables as contrasted to attitudes, has made a logical error.

It is my conclusion, based on the discussion immediately above, that the three characteristics of society, which are labelled in the Report as “racism’s most bitter fruits,” are not fruits of racism but sources of racism. Discrimination and segregation, black migration and the white exodus, and the black ghetto are clearly important in the generation of situations productive of social violence (Hersey, op. cit starting from a slightly different perspective, lists unequal justice, unequal housing, unequal education, and unequal employment). They are less a consequence of white racism, however, than of the very organization of society itself. Fortunately, racist attitudes are not inherited but are a consequence of social learning within a context of social structural supports. Genetic programming of inherited attributes cannot be changed; social contexts which encourage one or another pattern of learning can be.



A Sociological Perspective on Croup Violence

There is no place in this brief introduction for a systematic review of the major sociological writings on social violence. The principal sociologists who have informed my own thinking about social conflict as a process, and social violence as the extreme mode of conflict resolution, have been Marx, Weber, Simmel (and his contemporary follower and interpreter, Coser) and Dahrendorf. None of these men have ignored the individual and his personality in their writing. Indeed, Marx coined the now multi-faceted term “alienation” that appears so frequently in psychological and social psychological interpretations of black ghetto violence. Yet each of them in their discussions of social conflict emphasized the structural features of society, particularly insofar as that structure is related to the distribution of power and its exercise.

Without going into detail let me suggest the perspective from which Simmel viewed social conflict. Simmel asserted that it is possible to make an analytical distinction between the forms which interaction takes and the actual content of any given interaction. The forms can be discussed and understood in the abstract, without regard to the personalities or other characteristics of the particular incumbents in the particular roles involved. He identified four such “forms,” all of which ultimately refer back to the inevitability (about which more later) of conflict. People are continuously attempting to maximize their share of scarce resources; when they do not know one another (e.g., a national scholarship competition) the “form” (or process) is labelled by Simmel as competition. When the person or group with whom one is competing is identified (as in an instance when only one of several “star” law students can become editor of a law journal, or when only one man can be elected president, or when there is only enough water in the boat for one person to survive), the competition becomes personalized and the “form” becomes conflict (this does not, of course, exclude the possibilities of sacrifice, abnegation, cooperation or collusion). When conflict is resolved, either by the defeat of one party or through stalemate, the form which results is accommodation. Accommodation is always unstable, since one party (or in the case of truce or stalemate, both) is forced to settle for less than he (they) wants. Only when assimilation occurs, a form of interaction in which the differences between those interacting have disappeared (a goal variously of Americanization programs for immigrants and of “integrationist” policies in race relations), is an ultimate resolution of conflict possible. Even here, of course, differences are likely to emerge as different persons or groups begin to accumulate power and to invest that power in attempts to maximize their share of scarce commodities.6

Accommodation, which is the characteristic form of interaction between dominant and dominated groups in all societies in periods when there is no open conflict, can be discussed and analyzed without reference to the characteristics of the parties involved. Thus, in the accommodative relationship of superordination-subordination, which can be exemplified by the relationships of master-slave, employer-employee, officer-enlisted man, doctor-patient, priest-parishioner, in earlier days in this country that of parent-child, and so on, it is expected that demands and directives flow in one direction and deference and compliance flow in the other.7 In instances of personal interaction there are, of course, individual cases in which incumbents of institutionally subordinated roles may, because of dominant personalities or resources external to the particular role relationship, exercise particularistic power. The American military folk literature is filled with variations of the story of the millionaire private who expects to hire his commanding officer after the war is over; secretaries have been known to dominate over their employers because of non-office skills. In the case of group relationships, however, sharp disparities in power are likely to be translated into attempts to reverse the relationship or, at the very least, to establish parity.

Seen from this perspective a number of apparently quite different cases of large-scale conflict and social violence turn out to be, analytically, quite similar. Historically, relations between blacks and whites in American society have represented almost a type case of the superordinate-subordinate variety of accommodative relationship.8 This book is about black and white violence in American society, but it should be emphasized that there are other cases which exemplify the pattern. There have been, in American society, other groups than blacks which have been subordinated to the majority community and to the holders of power in the establishment. Among them have been a variety of ethnic groups, including, at various times, religious minorities (Catholics and Mormons) and racially or culturally distinguishable groups (Southeastern European immigrants, Orientals, American Indians and Spanish Americans). At one time or another each of these categories of Americans has been subjected to attack ranging from economic and legal discrimination to occasional violence to full-scale mob violence and even military activity.9

Readers from the several scholarly disciplines represented in this book will doubtless bring to their own reading predispositions to favor one or another theoretical perspective. I, personally, have found the social structural perspective of sociology most useful. Unbiased readers, particularly beginning students and practicing decision-makers, should realize that the fact that so many of the views presented will seem cogent underlines the danger of unicausal interpretations of social phenomena and the necessity of synthesizing the best of a number of perspectives into some larger theory. This book will not provide such a synthesis. It does provide evidence that there are, in addition to polemic positions, scientific attempts to isolate regularities in racial violence and to identify patterns that are found. It does juxtapose previous scattered positions in a way that may suggest to some reader new ways of thinking about violence. Readers should keep in mind that it is in the search for patterns and their causes that solutions will ultimately be found, and I hope that in reading the historically descriptive materials which appear early in the book they will themselves discern such patterns which they can then use to test the validity and usefulness of the theoretical interpretations presented in later parts of the book.

The organization of the book is, it seems to me, fairly straightforward, and it should be possible for readers who have special interests to read only those sections which are most immediately relevant to those interests without a sense of incompleteness. Following this brief introductory statement there is a long section devoted to description of actual cases of violence, ranging from brief selections on slave insurrections and the violence of the Civil War and Reconstruction periods to more extensive materials from the First and Second World Wars and the contemporary disorders of the Sixties. Included in this nonanalytic section are materials on the Detroit riot of 1943 intended as “a short lesson in historiography,” one of many possible ways of indicating that the same set of events can be seen very differently by observers with different initial attitudes and with motivations which permit sharply different interpretations—a lesson which is subsequently formally stated in an article on different perspectives on the current disorders. At the end of this historical and descriptive section there are papers by Tomlinson and by Murphy and Watson that begin a transition to a set of explicitly analytic and theoretical papers. Earlier selections, for example those from the Chicago Commission on Race Relations report, The Negro in Chicago, attempt to isolate causal patterns. Only in the more contemporary studies, however, such as those at the end of the section, are there attempts to marshal evidence to explicitly test for repeated patterns.

Section III is devoted to papers which seek the delineation of patterns in racial violence in the United States which have been trans-temporal and trans-urban (and in my paper on the United States and Great Britain, trans-societal). Other papers in this section are on the actions of agencies of formal control, on the ecology of urban racial violence, on the characteristics of offenders, on the interpretation of attitudinal material, on the consequences of different patterns of law enforcement in the civil rights area, and on the patterns in the disorders of the Sixties.

There are two chapters in Section IV. While they are labeled as empirical generalizations and theory, respectively, the overlap between the treatments in the two chapters is considerable. The selections in Chapter 11 on empirical generalizations are, in each instance, informed by some general theoretical notion (for example the frustration-aggression hypothesis in the papers on correlations of economic indices with lynching) but direct their attention primarily to co-occurrence and co-variation of different varieties of social behavior and less to the interimplications of these behaviors. The other two papers, by Lieberson and Silverman and by Gurr, represent attempts to bring increasingly sophisticated data handling technologies to the effort of sorting out the complexities of causation in what President Johnson, in his charge to the Advisory Commission, labelled as the “thicket of tension, conflicting evidence, and extreme opinions.”

Chapter 12 includes selections representing most of the spectrum of theoretical interpretation. In the initial paper I have attempted to suggest some of the structural sources for varying interpretations of urban violence. The paper by Dahlke represents an early taxonomic attempt to find cross-culturally consistent patterns in causes of and actual events of ethnic violence. That by Sterba represents a position at the fairly extreme end of the individual versus social explanations continuum which will seem exotic to many readers but is included because the position outlined is, as was suggested above, subscribed to by a small but extremely hardy group of professional psychoanalytic and psychiatric interpreters. The two papers by Clark (in one instance with Barker) and by Ransford serve as a social psychological bridge to several more sociological interpretations that follow in the papers by Waskow and by Williams as well as in one of my own. The social phychologists, as noted above, present an interpretation that emphasizes the importance of individual psychological attributes and attitudes in generating social tensions and violence. The sociological perspectives represent an attempt to de-individualize violence phenomena by attending to features of social structure and of the location of power in the larger society.

Finally, in a short concluding section, there are three papers on possible shifts in the meaning of urban violence in this country. My first paper, which was partially obsolete even before it was published, suggested that massive shifts in the location of power in American society could be expected to bring shifting alliances among underprivileged groups and possibilities for new modes of attack upon the accommodative structure. Janowitz, in a paper with strong programmatic overtones, emphasizes the need for innovation in practices by formal control agencies and for changes in the practices of major socializing agencies in American society. Finally, in a very nonprofessional paper (from the austere sociologist’s point of view), I attempt to raise some questions about moral responsibility and the complexities involved in the assignment of guilt to governments and to citizens. I am not sure that the questions are resolved, but I think that it is as important that they be raised as it is to attempt to produce reliable statements on patterns of violence and “valid” assessments of cause.


 

1. The first section of this Introduction draws heavily on Grimshaw, 1969.

2. It is true, of course, that sexual fears and sexual competition have characterized relationships between imperial groups and subordinated native groups in a variety of colonial settings. It is also true that in cases where the sexual values of the more powerful groups have been more relaxed (e.g., in Portuguese-controlled as contrasted to British-controlled areas) this area of behavior has been less important in defining intergroup relationships.

3. Carl I. Hovland and R. R. Sears (1940). In a restudy of the Hovland-Sears data, Alexander Mintz concluded that while increases in crimes against the person may have been associated with frustration-linked aggressiveness, property crimes with violence “during depression may be due to inexperience of people driven into property crimes by bad economic conditions rather than to an increase of aggressive tendencies due to frustration.” He concluded, moreover, that the high correlations reported by Hovland and Sears were essentially statistical artifacts (Mintz, 1946).

4. Jeffrey Paige (in a personal communication) asks, “Why the emphasis on the uniqueness of the individual? Can’t psychological mechanisms function in the same manner in large groups of individuals?” It seems to me that psychologists see collective behavior as the outcome of the summing of and interaction of characteristics of individuals—with the social roots of those characteristics being quite remote. Sociologists are interested much more directly in the ways in which social structural arrangements contribute to social conflict and violence.

5. See, e.g., Lohman (1947) and Weisberg (1951).

6. Commodities as used here include prestige and status as well as Cadillacs and caviar.

7. This may possibly be a cross-cultural universal, although the anthropological literature provides us with some questionable cases (e.g., the Zuni). There are substantial definitional difficulties in attempting to determine exactly how superordination and subordination can be measured in different societies.

8. Paige (personal communication) has suggested that a more precise description of these relations would be that of “unstable accommodation alternating with periods of open conflict (1917-1919; 1943).”

9. See Allen D. Grimshaw, Chapter 1 in this volume. Some observers have suggested that students are coming to be defined as such a group in our society. See, inter alia, Walker, 1968, and the several reports of the Task Force on Violent Aspects of Protest and Confrontation (headed by Jerome H. Skolnick) of that Commission. See especially Skolnick, 1969.




PART I



The History of Negro-White Violence in America




1

Lawlessness and Violence

Popular fears of the “black rebellion” and a sometimes politically nourished public concern with “crime in the streets” were important motives for President Johnson’s establishment of National Advisory Commissions on Civil Disorders (1967) and on Violence (1968). Exploitation of these same concerns made them a major issue of the 1968 presidential campaign. Much of this concern and fear reflects the lack of historical perspective of American citizens.

Neither individual crime nor collective violence are new phenomena in our society. In this chapter I have attempted to bring some historical perspective to the discussion of violence by briefly reviewing instances of collective violence in the United States. While the emphasis is on the continuing struggle between whites and blacks, historical evidence is given to demonstrate that violence and lawlessness have always been a part of American life and have involved many of the groups that constitute American society.


Allen D. Grimshaw

Lawlessness and Violence in America and Their Special Manifestations in Changing Negro-White Relationships

Ours has been a lawless and violent nation. Indeed, race riots and bombings, although they are particularly dramatic manifestations of conflict, have claimed fewer lives than many other varieties of violence, individual or social. There are more criminal homicides in some American metropolises every year than there have been deaths from all the urban race riots of the twentieth century combined. A few famous feuds and some important labor disputes have rolled up casualty lists which compare in length with the most spectacular interracial disorders. Social violence (assault upon individuals or their property solely or primarily because of their group [ethnic, religious, or racial] affiliations), and lawlessness generally, have not been phenomena expressed only in interracial relations in this country. This article reviews briefly two sets of historical data relevant to an understanding of those patterns of race relations in urban areas which have culminated in violence. An introductory section consists of a simple listing of some other varieties of social violence which have characterized intergroup relations in the United States and notes a widespread tradition of lawlessness, a tradition which has been manifested in every area of civic life. The remainder of the article reviews the changing character of interracial relations and their more specific manifestations in social, interracial violence.



Our Lawless Heritage1

It is possible to make a rough classification of types of lawlessness and violence by reference to the areas of social interaction in which such lawlessness and violence occur. The two categories which emerge from such simple classification overlap, but are nonetheless distinguishable. The first category, that of ethnic violence includes, in addition to Negro-white social violence, conflict and violence focussed on religion and nativity. While the motivation behind much of this violence falls more accurately into the secular area of economic and political violence, the manifest reasons for “punishing” religious and nationality and racial groups have usually referred to religious, cultural and “racial” differences distinguishing these groups from “real Americans.”

An anti-Catholic tradition, which has been expressed even in the twentieth century, was responsible for frequent eruptions in the last century, particularly in the period before the Civil War. In the three decades immediately preceding that war, street fights were frequent; sometimes taking on the proportions of major riots, convents and other religious edifices were attacked and sometimes destroyed, and Catholics both within and without the Church hierarchy were subject to constant vilification and occasional physical assault. This anti-Catholicism, particularly as related to an expression of Native-Americanism and the “Know-Nothing” movement, was most frequently directed against Irish Catholics, perhaps because they were resistant to accepting a subservient accommodative status, and had significant economic and political overtones. Jews and Mormons, to mention only two other religious communities, have also been the focus of hostility and violence.

While the Irish Catholics may have received the brunt of the animus and overt violence in native American riots, they were by no means the only ethnic group attacked. Almost all immigrant groups went through a period of unpopularity, an unpopularity inextricably tied up with their status as perceived economic and political threats to the “older” immigrant groups. Groups distinguishable from the larger population by virtue of physical characteristics were a particular focus of hostility. Assaults upon the indigenous Indian population, commonplace throughout the historical period, were certainly not always necessary for the protection of the white population. A growing resentment toward the Chinese, originally imported as laborers on the transcontinental railroads, culminated in anti-Chinese riots in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. Treatment of Mexican-Americans in the American Southwest has been similar to treatment of Negro-Americans in the American South. And the 1940’s saw attacks not only on the civil rights of, but also against the persons and property of Japanese-Americans and Mexican-Americans as well as against Negroes.

The second general category includes a variety of secular types of violence. Most important here are lawlessness and violence growing out of politics and the relations of the populace to the government and out of economic competition. The Republic itself originated in an armed rebellion against the then established government. Like all civil wars and internecine strife, the Revolutionary War was a particularly vicious one, and the treatment accorded Loyalists by “Patriots” was no more gentle than that accorded the central figure in any lynching. The new government hardly found its constituents more tractable. Revolt against the new Republic was manifested in Shays’ Rebellion in Massachusetts in 1787, in Pennsylvania’s Whiskey Rebellion in 1794, in smuggling and trading with the enemy in the War of 1812 and in the Draft Riots of the Civil War. In the Depression of the 1930’s the agrarian population manifested its hostility to the government in the “Penny Bankrupt Sales” and in other rural disturbances. Political hostility has not been limited to direct action against the government. The last century saw spectacular election riots, and even today elections are often characterized by sharp violations of the law.2

Economic strife has erupted into violence countless times in the last one hundred years. No major industry accepted unionization without a struggle, but in some, such as the railroads and the mines, the struggle assumed the character of wars. “Bloody Harlan” and the “Herrin Massacre,” the Haymarket riot and the Homestead strike, these names conjure up a pageant of lawlessness and violence continuing well into the present century. Assassination and terrorism have been used by both labor and management, and in the “Big Steel” strikes of the 1930’s the steel companies spent thousands upon thousands of dollars on machine guns and tear gas. Indeed, organizing strikes of today, such as that at Koehler, and similar protracted work stoppages, are still occasionally productive of violence.

America has been, then, a land of lawlessness and violence, ranging from spontaneous brawls between servicemen of different branches and schoolboys from different schools, through the “blood feud” and gangster warfare, to the full-fledged military campaigns which have occurred in struggles between class and class and between adherents of different religious faiths. The tradition of lawlessness includes both a contempt of parking regulations and an admiration of gangster heroes and, on the other hand, an excess zeal in the administration of “vigilante justice,” “lynch law,” and “six-shooter law” on the frontier. Some areas, such as Harlan County in Kentucky and “Bloody Williamson” in Illinois, have run practically the full gamut of types of social violence suggested above. (For a journalistic but suggestive account of violence in one such area, see Angle, 1952.) But there is practically no section of the United States which has not, at one time or another, been a center of lawlessness and violence. If there is less actual participation in violence today, and if Americans must sublimate their propensities to violence by watching television, the potentiality still remains.

The violence and bloodshed which have accompanied adjustments in the accommodative pattern between whites and Negroes in the United States are not unique to interracial relations. It is a thesis of the research on which this article is based that the violence which occurs in interracial relations is an inevitable product of assaults upon the accommodative pattern. Further research on the forms of violence which have been listed in this brief outline will, the writer believes, demonstrate that all social violence results from the interaction of conceptually similar forces in defining patterns of accommodation.



The Changing Character of Negro-White Relations and Negro-White Violence in the United States

In this section a rough classification has been made of periods in race relations in this country, the social forces which defined them, and the types of social violence which characterized them. The periods covered are roughly as follows: the period of slave insurrections and resistance (1640-1861); Civil War and Reconstruction (1861-1877); the Second Reconstruction and the beginnings of the Great Migration (1878-1914); World War I and postwar boom and racial readjustment (1915-1929); interwar and Depression (1950-1941); World War II (1942-1945); and the period from World War II to 1965. The suggestion is made that in each of these periods the patterns of race relations and social racial violence were determined more by reaction of the dominant white community to attacks on the accommodative patterns by Negroes than by any conscious determination of policy by the white group. Some major areas in which conflict develops are noted and parallels to other group conflicts pointed out. Thus, it is shown that the Draft Riots of the Civil War were, at least in part, an expression of the hostility of laboring groups to “cheap labor,” as had been the case with other immigrant groups, rather than an expression of specifically anti-Negro animus.


The Period of Slave Insurrections and Resistance (1640-1861)

While the importation of Negro labor into this country began in 1619, the Negro’s status as a member of a racial group was only gradually defined. Frazier has pointed out that the distinction between slavery and servitude was not clear, and that during early years the status of the Negro was similar to that of the white indentured servant (Frazier, 1957). It is only with a clarification of the Negro’s status as being a racial one, rather than one of social class, that it becomes legitimate to speak of Negro-white relationships. This clarification was under way by the middle decades of the seventeenth century. Even before the beginnings of what has been called the classic period of “antebellum slavery” race relations in this country had begun to emerge as a unique pattern of intergroup relations.

However, while there were slave insurrections and abortive rebellions in the eighteenth century, interracial violence was interpreted less in racial terms than in class or social terms, particularly in terms of the master-servant relationship. The racial “threat” concerning white Americans was the American Indian. There are reports of individual interracial assaults and homicides. There were slave plots of considerable scope, interestingly enough in New York, in 1712 and 1741 (note eighteenth-century reports from Gentleman's Magazine cited in Wish, 1937). But while whites were killed in these plots and Negroes slain or transported in retaliation, they were interpreted as uprisings of a servant class or as political plots inspired by “foreign agents” rather than as uprisings of Negroes. Indeed, in the second of these plots, whites were implicated and a white man and his family and a Catholic priest were executed.

With the firm establishment of capitalistic slavery as an American institution, a process catalyzed by well-known developments in agriculture, the black man and his activities, and his racial status, took on a new character and significance. It was after 1800 that apologies for the treatment of the Negro, since that time one of the South’s leading literary exports, first began to appear. Approximately the same date marks a burgeoning concern by white Southerners over the control of their Negro slaves in ever broader aspects of their lives ranging from reproduction to religion, but particularly in those areas in which possible crisis lay. A number of authors have shown the near obsession of many southern whites over the possibilities of slave revolts and have further demonstrated that in many cases this concern and anxiety were well founded. A number of factors contributed to the failure of slave rebellions. But the plans of Vesey, Gabriel and Turner, to mention only the most well-known insurrectionaries, came alarmingly close to fruition. And, these planned rebellions were not the protest merely of an economically downtrodden and subservient class. That they were racial in character is demonstrated by the fact that whites of all classes were to be exterminated, with the exception of those who had shown good will toward Negroes. The characteristics of the rebels varied. Some were relatively new arrivals still imbued with the militance of their African tribal heritage, others were longer sojourners in this country who had become literate, acculturated and too familiar with ideas of equality which were meant only for their white masters. But all of them shared, in common with the white group, a conception of a society divided along racial, rather than simply social, lines. They differed from the whites in their refusal to accept the sanctity of the established accommodative pattern.

Other patterns of resistance to slave status are less clearly racial and more frequently individual in nature. There is documentation that suicide, infanticide and self-mutilation were widespread, not only in this country, but also on the boats which brought the slaves and even before that in the slave coffles of Africa itself. Other slaves took an easier pattern of resistance through what we now call the “slowdown” and various forms of “goldbricking.” Correspondence of owners and their overseers is replete with complaints about the abuse of working equipment by field hands, the widespread and undiagnosable “miseries,” and the unauthorized vacations in the swamps or actual runaways. Rejection of slave status was shown by continual destruction of property; the burnings of barns and hayricks, the failure to cinch the master’s saddle up tight enough to prevent his being thrown; by the studied insult which is not an insult. In a large number of ways short of physical violence the Negro slave protested his subservient status.3 It is true that much of this protest was not channeled into social racial protest. But the underlying substratum was one of protest against an accommodative pattern in which the Negro was in a permanently subordinate position.

Many of the activities of whites in the owning class during this period can be viewed as reactions to the various forms of resistance offered by their Negro slaves. It is true that as slavery became an entrenched institution the master had increasing control over the lives of his slaves until ultimately, control over the very life and death of the slave came into the hands of the master. Yet, in spite of the Simon Legree tradition, most Southerners engaged in latifundiary activities had a purely capitalistic orientation. Slaves as instruments of production should have a certain minimum of decent treatment in order to ensure their survival and relative productivity as plantation labor.4 While there were doubtless many cruel men and women who maltreated their slaves, or, in the case of overseers, the slaves of their employers, it seems highly probable that much of the brutal treatment was meted out to slaves in an attempt to force non-cooperative workers to produce, to discourage malingering, or to cow potential rebels and insurrectionaries. It is doubtful that many white Southerners enjoyed giving up their evenings to riding on “patrol” enforcing “Black Codes.” More likely such activity was interpreted as being necessary for survival. The same may be said of patterns of slave punishment which in retrospect may seem unnecessarily brutal. In this period, as in others, given an initial pattern of superordination-subordination, the attitude and behavior of the Negro determined the pattern of interracial relations.



Civil War and Reconstruction (1861-1877)

The period immediately prior to the Civil War was one in which the status of the Negro, and of his relationships to the dominant white group, became increasingly a matter of national concern. While almost all white Americans, from North or South, of Abolitionist or Slavery politics, were agreed on the innate inferiority of the Negro to the white man, there were those who felt that this inferiority did not justify holding the black man in slavery. The War of the Rebellion was an attempt to decide issues in the area of “State’s Rights.” But lying behind and around all other issues was that of slavery and, more broadly, the relationships between whites and Negroes in all parts of the country.

Even before the War had begun it was apparent that not all Northerners felt toward the Negro as did the abolitionists. Nor was this lack of unanimity confined to areas of Copperhead strength. The domestic situation in the North during the War was marked by numerous civil disturbances (see Lofton, 1949). There was violent rioting in Cincinnati in 1862, apparently growing out of competition between Negro and Irish hands on the riverboats. There were lesser riots in Newark, New Jersey, and in Buffalo and Troy, New York. These latter riots, like other riots of the War period, combined as their basic causes hostility to the wartime draft and its inequities and a concomitant fear that Negroes would take over the jobs of white labor. The most spectacular of the so-called Draft Riots, however, was that which took place in New York City in July of 1863 (a dramatic journalistic account of these riots can be found in Werstein, 1957).

The draft disturbances in New York remain the most sanguinary case of interracial violence in American history. Estimates of deaths of white rioters alone range as high as 1,500, and while the total number of Negroes slain is unknown, the population of Negroes in the city dropped by 20 per cent, from 12,472 to 9,945, between 1860 and 1865 (Man, 1951). A major factor in the origin of these riots was a fear of black labor competition which flourished among the contingent of unskilled Irish labor in the city’s labor force, a fear nourished and encouraged by anti-Administration politicians and the Democratic press. The Draft Riots in New York had at least two interacting causes, one direct and one indirect, which were related to the status of the Negro. The discriminatory nature of the draft legislation was felt particularly by working-class people who were unable to pay for substitutes. They were being forced to fight in a war about which they had no enthusiasm. In addition, they felt that they were being forced to fight to “free the niggers,’’ whom they perceived as a threat as a source of cheap labor. In some of its aspects the New York riot was similar to earlier riots directed against various foreign-born groups, particularly the Irish themselves, who were considered as undermining the position of native-born white labor.

The Civil War also saw the first large-scale participation of Negroes in military activities in an American war. Negroes were utilized by both Union and Confederate forces, though in the South their participation was largely limited to work in labor battalions. In the Northern armies they fought in several major campaigns, occasionally distinguishing themselves to a minor degree. When captured by Southern troops they could expect no quarter and in at least one case were slaughtered wholesale. Relations with Northern white officers were frequently not much better; a unit of the Corps d’Afrique mutinied against its white officers, and other incidents are recorded (Harrington, 1942).

The situation of Negroes in the South during the War period was not uniform. In some cases white owners and other representatives of the dominant racial group thought it expedient to introduce even more rigid controls over their slaves. In other areas Negroes were given added responsibilities and loyal servants stayed at home and protected the “women folk.” Even in areas characterized by the latter situation, however, there was a general air of tenseness and the number of slaves who attempted to gain their freedom in the confusion swelled to the point where they hindered the movements of the Northern military forces. The latter, at least in some cases, showed their attitude by returning the runaway slaves to their masters. Some areas were swept with panic as rumors circulated of impending insurrection. The accommodative structure was disintegrating, but no new structure of social relationships was as yet appearing to take its place.

The bitterness of white Southerners at losing the war was hardly assuaged by events of the immediate post-War years. To the injury of shattered pride and economic ruination was added the insult of disfranchisement and “Black Republicanism.” The oft-told activities and exploits of “carpetbaggers,” “scalawags” and the members of the various “black governments” need no re-telling. While not all of those who governed the South in the post-War years were scoundrels, and while there was doubtless progressive and intelligent legislation passed in states dominated temporarily by Negroes, the fact remains that there were scoundrels and that illiterate Negroes, unprepared for political responsibility, did put their votes up for sale. There was enough misuse of political power to convince many white Southerners of the venality and incompetence of all Negroes. Motives of revenge did dominate some Negroes, and many white Southerners underwent harrowing experiences during this period of continued disorganization. It was in desperation that respectable elements of the white community organized the “Bald Knobbers” of Missouri and other “pre-Klan night-riding” organizations. Only later did these organizations fall into the hands of criminals and outlaws. Repressive activity against Negroes (and some whites) in this period was, again, an attempt to bring some coherence into a disrupted accommodative structure.

By the end of this period the relationship between whites and Negroes had been clearly defined as an interracial relationship, and any interclass aspects were clearly secondary.5 Henceforward, particularly in the South but with increasing frequency in the North, disputes between whites and Negroes were interpreted as interracial disputes no matter what may have been the initiating incident. Historians may interpret the War as a struggle over “State’s Rights.” White persons in both the North and the South have come to regard it as the war to “free the niggers.” Any attempt after this time to resolve differences between the two sections has led to recriminations by Southerners concerning the crime of the North in unloosing the Negro.



The Second Reconstruction and the Beginnings of the Great Migration (1878-1914)

Although considerable hostility had been generated by events of the post-War period, the withdrawal of Federal troops from the South after the Compromise of 1877 was not followed by an immediate wave of savage repression against the Negro in the South. Indeed, for a decade it seemed that the lines of struggle in the new South might be defined along class lines rather than along racial lines (see Frazier, 1953, and Woodward, 1957). For a brief period, that of the acme of Populist power, a tenuous alliance existed between the poor whites and the Negro populace. White and Negro alike united in a temporary and doomed attempt to overthrow the “Bourbon aristocracy.” It was after the breakdown of this alliance with the creation of another coalition including the Bourbons, Northern business interests and the demagogic leaders of the lower-class whites that the classic period of repression and lynching began.

During this period of interracial violence the attitude of the white Southern governments was a “hands off” expression of tacit approval. Northern liberals were suddenly disinterested; they were tired of breastbeating about an admittedly inferior race in a remote section and allowed themselves to be convinced that the South did, indeed, know the best way to handle its own problem. It was between the middle 1880’s and the early 1900’s that most of the increasingly discriminative and repressive legislation, the “Jim Crow” laws, was passed. During the same period these laws received support through the courts to the supreme judicial bench. The Negro was deprived effectively of the franchise, of equality in compulsory public education6 and of protection against discrimination in the use of public facilities. The Negro did not succumb to this attack on his rights without a struggle. The use of widespread repression and the high incidence of violence against the Negro populace was, at least in part, the manifest expression of white reaction to Negro resistance. If Negroes had “known their place” it would not have been necessary to lynch Negroes in order to remind them of that “place.” There was considerable resistance, though usually unorganized, on the part of the Negro population. When that resistance failed, a trickle of northward migration began, a trickle which was to swell into a flood by the end of the First World War.7

The manifest reason for much of the savage repression of this period was the protection of Southern white womanhood, still a major plank in the foundation of programs for maintaining white supremacy. However, while this may have been the public explanation for lynching, rape was not the most frequent alleged cause for the necessity of the primeval justice of lynching, even during the two big lynching decades, the last of the nineteenth and the first of the twentieth centuries.8 Failure to show the proper respect to a white man was equally important, and a cause which included a variety of offenses ranging from a demand for an explanation of financial transactions to the more heinous crime of engaging in political activity. Political activity was the underlying cause of the two most savage outbreaks of this period, riots in Wilmington, North Carolina, in 1896 and in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1906. In the latter case the alleged reason for the outbreak was a series of assaults on white women, but it is clear that the disturbance had as a latent function the exclusion of Negroes from political participation.

Emancipation and military defeat, “Black Republicanism” and the Freedmen’s Bureau, the First Reconstruction with its schoolmarms and scalawags, had completely disrupted the antebellum pattern of accommodation between the two races in the South. The Second Reconstruction, with its Jim Crow legislation, its nightriders and lynching “bees” to enforce racial “etiquette,” was an attempt to re-establish that accommodative pattern.



World War I and the Post-War Boom and Racial Readjustment (1915-1929)

Events of this period made clear the fact that the Negro problem was no longer a regional one, but one shared by North and South alike. Indeed, while lynching continued in the South, major outbreaks of interracial violence increasingly occurred in Northern urban areas with their growing concentrations of Negro population.

There are five patterns of interracial social violence in this period different enough in characteristics to be identifiable. They are (a) lynching, (b) mutiny and insurrection, (c) individual interracial assaults and homicides, racial arson and bombings, (d) “Southern style” race riots (The Chicago Commission on Race Relations, 1922), and (e) “Northern style” race riots.

Lynching. The first decade of the twentieth century was a peak period for lynching in the South. During the same decade this pattern of interracial violence spread into Northern States. The most spectacular lynching of this century occurred immediately after World War I in Omaha, Nebraska. The immediate alleged cause was the assault of a Negro upon a white woman. The real cause, however, was at least in part a reflection of the nationwide reaction of whites to the new militance of the Negro’s assault upon the accommodative structure. This new militance was a result partly of the not unsubstantial gains of the Negro in moving North during the war and partly a result of the much publicized treatment of Negro soldiers overseas, particularly in France. Large numbers of whites shared in a determination to “put these uppity niggers back in their place,’’ and violence occurred in widely scattered points throughout the country.

Lynchings continued to occur until the time of World War II and it is only since the war that the Bureau of Records and Research of Tuskegee has stopped publication of data on lynchings on the ground that their occurrence is no longer of major consequence. A common cause continued to be alleged Negro assaults upon white women, but the actual pattern of precipitating causes remained as varied as it had been in earlier periods. It is probable that here, as in the case of other types of violence, there have been changes in etiology. Attempts, none very successful, have been made to demonstrate that lynchings, particularly during the Depression, were closely related to the fluctuation of various economic indices (see Hovland and Sears, 1940, and Mintz, 1946. These two articles are included in this volume, pp. 344-348 and 349-353). While documentation for such relationships has proved insufficient, it is probably true that in later years lynching was founded less frequently on the myth of sexuality and more frequently was a direct expression of reaction against “felt’’ Negro aggression in the economic sphere.

Mutiny and insurrection. Such aggression, in at least one instance, found expression in the renewal of a pattern which had not occurred since before the Civil War. In October, 1919, there occurred an insurrection of the Negro populace near Elaine, Arkansas. It was claimed that the inspiration for this rebellion came from “Bolshevik’’ agitation and there is some evidence that the “Progressive Farmer’s Household Union’’ was active in promoting the notion that Negroes were entitled to economic and social equality. Negroes of the area were well organized and were prepared, according to confessions made by several of their number, to follow up demands for fair payment for their cotton with an armed uprising. After a series of brief battles the Negroes were subdued and hunted down, given quick trials and several sentenced to death.

In addition to this uprising there were a number of mutinies in the military, the most famous of which developed into the Houston race riot of 1917. Schuler (1944, included infra.) remains the best treatment of this uprising of Negro troops. In this affair, Negro soldiers, enraged by the shooting of one of their comrades in an affray with the white police over alleged mistreatment of a Negro woman, mutinied against their officers, took weapons and proceeded to storm downtown Houston. Several people were killed, and as a result of the disturbance 65 Negro soldiers received sentences, several of them for life imprisonment.9

It is interesting to note that the soldiers involved in the Houston race riot were largely from Northern States. The Elaine uprising and the several mutinies which occurred during the War make up the bulk of cases of direct assaults by Negroes upon the accommodative structure.

Individual interracial assaults and homicides, arson and bombings. A third pattern of social violence consisted of individual interracial assaults and homicides and other attacks such as arson and bombing. Not all interracial homicides and assaults can be considered to be social violence. In any case where racial membership was important in the interactive pattern and the violence based ultimately on that membership, social violence may be said to have occurred. These manifestations of violence are a part of the riot cycle itself. During the period of increasing tension prior to major riots, during lulls within the riot and in decreasing tempo after the riot has played itself out or has been quelled, such acts are indicators of the character of interracial relations. In those situations where adequate policing or firm governmental action prevent the actual eruption of hostility into full-fledged riots such behavior patterns may be the sole indication of the high degree of tension.

“Southern style” race riots.10 The Atlanta riot of 1906 and the Springfield, Illinois, riot of 1908 are examples of Southern style race riots. During the period under discussion, the Washington, D. C., riot of 1919 and the Tulsa, Oklahoma, riot of 1921 can be taken as typical examples. In every such riot violence is largely one-sided and consists of attacks, of varying degrees of organization, by whites on Negroes and on the Negro community. In all such riots, whatever may have been the actual background of the riot, there are charges of Negro assaults upon white women.

“Northern style” race riots. The Chicago riot of 1919 may be taken as the type-case of the Northern style urban race riot. Here the causation, both in background and in actual precipitating incident, is secular in nature and there is no focusing on the alleged violation of the sanctity of white womanhood. Rather there was a long period of constantly increasing tension in other areas, and a series of assaults upon the accommodative pattern by Negroes, indeed, a challenge to the very continued existence of that pattern. The assault was felt particularly in the areas of housing, labor competition and the use of public facilities, especially transportation. The actual precipitating incident was the death, perhaps accidental, of a Negro youth during a dispute over segregated swimming. The riot found organized and unorganized groups of both races engaged in occasional pitched battles and a widespred occurrence of attacks upon isolated individuals of one race by roaming gangs of the other race. While there were claims of police partiality and governmental inefficiency the role of the government was far more neutral than was the case in disturbances in the South, urban or rural.



Inter-War and Depression (1930-1941)

In many ways this period is an extension of the immediate preceding one. It has been accorded separate treatment because of the sharp decline of reported violence of an interracial nature during the 1930’s. While lynchings continued, particularly in the South, they decreased in number if not in barbarity. Only one major urban disturbance is recorded for the decade, the Harlem riot of 1935. The end of the period was characterized by an increasing incidence of individual interracial violence, presaging the major outbreaks of urban social violence which were to occur in the following period. The period was one in which there was a gradual building up of the strength of organizations on the extreme political left and the extreme political right. These organizations played an as yet incompletely assessed role in the struggles which were coming.



World War II (1942-1945)

The most dramatic racial outbreaks of the Second World War were the Detroit and Harlem disturbances of 1943. While there are some similarities between these two outbreaks, there are sharp differences both in background and in the actual course of events in the two cities. The Detroit race riot was, in background, in precipitating incident, and in chronology of violence a “Northern style” riot much like the 1919 Chicago riot. There was little actual interracial violence in the Harlem outbreak, but this lack of overt interracial conflict resulted from differences in ecology and in the application of police controls rather than from differences in general background factors in Detroit and Harlem or from any lower degree of strain in the accommodative relationship in Harlem.

The Harlem and Detroit riots of 1943 were only two of the more spectacular expressions of the resurgence of interracial conflict during World War II. There were riots in other urban centers, both North and South. Nor were riots the only form of conflict and violence occurring during the war. There were difficulties involving Negro service personnel which in at least a few cases came close to ending in old-fashioned lynchings. There was a continuation of the pattern of individual assaults and homicides. Intimately related to all these patterns of actual violence was a much increased militance shown by the Negro press and by a number of Negro organizations. Perhaps most important in terms of long-range consequences was the burgeoning utilization of political, economic and legal coercion in the assault upon the pattern of interracial accommodation. Results of the interaction of all these factors have become obvious in the post-War period.



Post World War II (1946-1963)

In this period of nearly twenty years following the ending of World War II there were large-scale urban disturbances but no real race riots.11 There were, however, a number of incidents which might easily have erupted into major urban riots had it not been for the presence of better police controls than had existed in the past. In the North, these incidents tended to cluster into two categories; incidents concerning Negro invasion of white residential areas and incidents over the use of public facilities, particularly recreational facilities. In the latter area, St. Louis and Youngstown experienced near-riots over the use of swimming facilities by Negroes. (George Schermer’s report [pp. 162-169] on the Fairgrounds Park incident in St. Louis provides a careful analysis of one, such disturbance.) Housing incidents have caused near-riots in a number of Northern cities. Two which attracted wide attention were those in Cicero (see pp. 170-183) and Chicago, Illinois (pp. 170-183). In some cases, as in Cicero, police partiality toward the white aggressors seems to have been partly responsible for the growth of an initially small disturbance. In Chicago, on the other hand, where a struggle over Negro entrance into Trumbull Park, a formerly all-white public housing project, tied up police for four years the Negroes remained, and were protected by a well-organized police force that had had special training in interracial problems. In addition to these disturbances there were bombings in Kansas City, Missouri, and Chicago and demonstrations against the movement of a Negro family into all-white Levittown, Pennsylvania, and scattered incidents in other Northern urban areas.

The sharpest changes in the pattern of interracial relations until 1963, however, were brought about by the renewed and increased vigor of the use of the courts by Negroes (activity in this area is covered in detail in the periodical Race Relations Law Reporter). This was true in the areas already mentioned, housing and access to public facilities and also, more importantly, in the crucial area of school desegregation (events in this area were covered in detail in the Southern School News). Eruptions of violence occurred in Southern communities where court orders to integrate schools were greeted by organized resistance of the white community. There were riots in Kentucky, Tennessee and Arkansas and disturbances in other states. Schools were closed by the governors of Virginia and Arkansas, ostensibly to prevent further outbreaks of violence.

Reflecting the new militance of the Negro population in the area of school desegregation, in attempts to gain the franchise, in bus boycotts, and in other breaches of the accommodative pattern, there were sporadic outbreaks of violence in the South. The pattern, however, was not that of the mass lynching or the rural pogrom, but rather one of kidnapping and summary “execution” or of sudden assault in a fashion more reminiscent of Northern gang warfare of the 1930’s or of post-Civil War Klan activities.

With the exception of a brief period after the Civil War, the pattern of American Negro-white relationships, especially in the American South, closely approximated the classic accommodative pattern of superordination-subordination, with the whites a continually dominant group. The most savage oppression, whether expressed in rural lynchings and pogroms or in urban race riots, has taken place when the Negro refused to accept a subordinate status. The most intense conflict has resulted when the subordinate minority attempted to disrupt the accommodative pattern or when the superordinate group defined the situation as one in which such an attempt was being made. Conflict in Negro-white relationships in the United States has been conflict generated by the breakdown of an essentially unstable accommodative pattern, essentially unstable because the subordinated group has refused to accept its status and has had sufficient power to challenge it.12



 

1. The title of this section is taken from Adams, 1928.

2. E.g., illegal disfranchisement of the Negro electorate in some Southern States.

3. The ambivalent status of the free Negro produced a wide variety of reactions within that group ranging from militant support of slave resistance, through flight, to complete acceptance and support of white dominance.

4. This may not have been the case with entrepreneurs who contracted for slave labor.

5. This is not to deny the continued importance of economic factors in defining race relations. Perhaps the strongest statement of the economic interpretation of race relations isfound in Cox, 1948. In the decade following the original publication of this article a strong class element reappeared in racial violence. See pp. 385-396; 488-501.

6. Compulsory education made law by Negro legislators in some Southern states.

7. “Pull” factors based on the glowing pictures of the North and on recruitment of Southern Negro labor were also important in this migration.

8. See Jessie P. Guzman, pp. 56-59.

9. Many of these sentences were later reduced.

10. Fuller accounts of “Southern” and “Northern” style riots, along with a description of a mixed-type outbreak, are included in this volume.

11. The labeling of the events of the summers of the 1960’s is discussed on pp. 385-396.

12. As I prepare this article for republication (Spring, 1968), I see no reason for any major changes in assessment of the historical patterns and meaning of interracial violence in America. When a historical perspective becomes possible, “Black power” and the “long, hot summers” will be, I believe, most clearly interpretable through a conflict-accommodation framework.
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The Period of Slave Insurrections and Resistance 1640-1861

The publication of William Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner in early 1968, and the subsequent negative response to it by ten black writers (Clarke, 1968),1 created a minor literary stir. There was sharp disagreement over Styron’s characterization both of Turner and of the rebellion, the blacks believing that Styron had caricatured Turner and misleadingly pictured the rebellion itself as a total debacle.

Relatively few Americans knew what the stir was all about, although by 1968 many more black people were aware of their own history in this country than had been the case even a decade earlier. There had, however, been earlier attention to slave rebellions in America and to other varieties of black resistance to slavery. The earliest full-scale examination of such rebellions was that by Herbert Aptheker (1943). Aptheker’s study clearly reflected his own political orientation, and it has been claimed that he made errors in scholarship. For some years, however, his was the only study, and this chapter is intended to indicate the kinds of events that he reported and the kind of perspective that informed his analysis.

In the years following the publication of Aptheker’s book the Journal of Negro History published numerous studies of slave insurrections and other varieties of slave resistance, several of which are cited in the bibliography.


Herbert Aptheker

American Negro Slave Revolts*


Early Plots and Rebellions

A slave state offered the following definition of the term slave insurrection: “By ‘insurrection of slaves’ is meant an assemblage of three or more, with arms, with intent to obtain their liberty by force.’’ Were one to follow this definition literally the number of slave insurrections and conspiracies within the present borders of the United States would be huge, certainly reaching several hundreds.

In this study, however, the tests for insurrection or conspiracy are more severe. The elements of the definition herein subscribed to are: a minimum of ten slaves involved; freedom as the apparent aim of the disaffected slaves; contemporary references labelling the event as an uprising, plot, insurrection, or the equivalent of these terms. The study, moreover, excludes, with a few exceptions, the scores of outbreaks and plots that occurred upon domestic or foreign slave-traders.

Observing such restrictions, the author has found records of approximately two hundred and fifty revolts and conspiracies in the history of American Negro slavery. Two additional facts of particular interest appear from the study. These are, first, that occasionally the plans or aspirations of the rebels were actually reported as going beyond a desire for personal freedom and envisioning, in addition, a property redistribution; and, second, that white people were frequently implicated—or believed to be implicated—with the slaves in the plans or efforts to overthrow the master class by force.



The Turner Cataclysm

The decade preceding the Southampton Insurrection was one of economic depression throughout the South, and in the old South, especially eastern Virginia and eastern North Carolina, it was marked by a dangerously disproportionate rate of population growth, that of the Negroes distinctly outstripping that of the whites. To complete the picture of environmental conditions one should examine the specific locale of Turner’s uprising.

Southampton is a tidewater county, located in the southeastern part of Virginia, bordering the state of North Carolina. Covering six hundred square miles, it was an important economic unit in the tidewater area. In 1830 it was second in the State in its production of potatoes and rice, and, in 1840, was the leading county in cotton production, in the value of its orchard produce, and in the number of its swine. Its population trend was that of the section, i.e., a more rapid growth of the Negro than of the white element. Thus, one finds that while, in 1820, there were 6127 whites and 8043 Negroes in Southampton County, in 1830 the figures read 6574 whites and 9501 Negroes. In 1830 out of a total of thirty-nine tidewater counties only three surpassed Southampton in the number of free Negroes, and only four in the number of slaves and in the number of whites.

In its economic decline Southampton is also typical of the condition in eastern Virginia during the period. Thus, for example, it ranked fifth in the State in 1810 in the amount of taxes it paid on the assessed valuation of its land and lots, but dropped to forty-fourth in 1820 and to forty-sixth in 1830.

The situation, then, in the decade prior to the Southampton revolt is one of extraordinary malaise in the slaveholding area. It is marked by a considerable expansion and development of antislavery feeling, national and internationally (as part of an all-embracing upsurge of progressive and radical thought and action throughout the western world), by great and serious unrest among the slave populations, in the West Indies as well as on the Continent, by severe economic depression, and by the more rapid growth of the Negro population than the white throughout the old South. Testifying to the uneasiness of the master class there appear numerous precautionary measures for the purpose of overawing, or further restricting the activities of the slave population (which, in turn, very likely stimulated discontent), and, as a last resort, in order to assure the speedy suppression of all evidences of slave insubordination.

It was into such a situation (one is tempted to assert, though proof is, of course, not at hand, that it was because of such a situation) that the upraised dark arms of vengeance of Turner and his followers crashed in the summer of 1831.

Nat Turner was born October 2, 1800, and apparently lived all his life in Southhampton County. At the time of the rebellion he was:

5 feet 6 or 8 inches high, weighs between 150 and 160 pounds, rather bright complexion, but not a mulatto, broad shoulders, large flat nose, large eyes, broad flat feet, rather knock-kneed, walks brisk and active, hair on the top of the head very thin, no beard, except on the upper lip and the top of the chin, a scar on one of his temples, also one on the back of his neck, a large knot on one of the bones of his right arm, near the wrist, produced by a blow.

Very naturally, William Lloyd Garrison, in commenting upon this description, pointed to these scars as important explanations for Turner’s actions. But the Richmond Enquirer assured its readers that Turner got two of his bruises in fights with fellow slaves and one of them, that on his temple, through a mule’s kick. Drewry, notwithstanding the fact that his description of Turner hardly indicates a pugnacious individual, accepts the explanation of the southern newspaper, and points out, correctly, that Turner himself stated that his last master, Joseph Travis, had not been severe. But he had had other masters—Benjamin Turner and Putnam Moore—and he had, in 1826 or 1827, run away from one of these after a change in overseers.

However that may be, mere personal vengeance was not Nat Turner’s motive. He had learned how to read—precisely when, he did not know—and, when his labors permitted, he had immersed himself in the stories of the Bible. He was a keen, mechanically gifted man whose religion offered him a rationalization for his opposition to the status quo. Later writers have described him as an overseer or foreman, and while no convincing support for this has been found, it is certain that his considerable mental abilities were recognized and appreciated by his contemporaries. He was a religious leader, often conducting services of a Baptist nature and exhorting his fellow workers. It appears that even white people were influenced, if not controlled, by him, so that, as he said, he immersed one Ethelred T. Brantley and prevailed upon him to “cease from his wickedness.’’

Turner became convinced that he “was ordained for some great purpose in the hands of the Almighty.” In the spring of 1828, while working in the fields, he “heard a loud noise in the heavens, and the Spirit instantly appeared to me and said the Serpent was loosened, and Christ had laid down the yoke he had borne for the sins of men, and that I should take it on and fight against the Serpent, for the time was fast approaching when the first should be last and the last should be first.”

The slave waited for a sign from his God. This came to him in the form of the solar eclipse of February 12, 1831. Then apparently for the first time, he told four other slaves of his plans for rebellion. All joined him, and these American Negroes selected the Fourth of July as the day on which to strike for liberty, a choice which led a later commentator to curse them because they had “perverted that sacred day.”

Turner was ill on the “sacred day,” and the conspirators waited for another sign. This appeared to them on Saturday, August 13, in the “greenish blue color” of the sun. According to Drewry, Turner the next day exhorted at a religious meeting of Negroes in the southern part of Southampton County (not in North Carolina, as has been said) where some of the slaves “signified their willingness to co-operate with him by wearing around their necks red bandana handkerchiefs.” There was certainly, a meeting of plotters in the afternoon of Sunday, August 21, and it was then decided to start the revolt that evening.

Appreciating the value of a dramatic entrance, Turner was the last to join this gathering. He noticed a newcomer in the group, and declared:

I saluted them on coming up, and asked Will how came he there, he answered, his life was worth no more than others, and his liberty as dear to him. I asked him if he meant to obtain it? He said he would, or lose his life. This was enough to put him in full confidence.

These six slaves, then, started out, in the evening of August 21, 1831, on their crusade against bondage. Their first blow—delivered by Turner himself—struck against the person and family of Turner’s master, Joseph Travis, who were killed. Some arms and horses were taken, the rebels pushed on, and everywhere slaves flocked to their standard; a result which Turner, starting out with but a handful of followers, must have had excellent reasons to anticipate. Within twenty-four hours approximately seventy slaves were actively aiding in the rebellion. By the morning of August 23rd, at least fifty-seven whites—men, women, and children—had been killed, and the rebels had covered about twenty miles.

Turner declared that “indiscriminate slaughter was not their intention after they obtained a foothold, and was resorted to in the first instance to strike terror and alarm. Women and children would afterwards have been spared, and men too who ceased to resist.’’ According to Governor John Floyd the slaves “spared but one family and that was one so wretched as to be in all respects upon a par with them.’’

In the morning of the twenty-third Turner and his followers set out for the county seat, Jerusalem, where there was a considerable store of arms. When about three miles from this town several of the slaves, notwithstanding Turner’s objections, insisted upon trying to recruit the slaves of a wealthy planter named Parker. Turner, with a handful of followers, remained at the Parker gate while the rest went to the home itself, about half a mile away. Once at the Parker home many of the slaves appear to have slaked their thirst from its well-stocked cellar and to have rested. Turner became impatient and set out to get his tardy companions. The eight or nine slaves remaining at the gate were then attacked by a volunteer corps of whites of about twice their number. The slaves retreated, but upon being reinforced by the returning Turner and his men, the rebels pressed on and forced the whites to give ground. The latter, however, were in turn reinforced by a company of militia and the Negroes, whose guns, according to the Richmond Compiler of August 29, were not “fit for use,’’ fled.

Though Turner later tried to round up sufficient followers to continue the struggle, his efforts were futile and this battle at Parker’s field was the crucial one. Late in the day of this encounter the commander at Fort Monroe, Colonel Eustis, was requested by the Mayor of Norfolk to send aid. By the morning of the twenty-fourth, three companies of artil lery with a field piece and one hundred stands of spare arms, together with detachments of men from the warships W air en and Natchez were on their way to the scene of the trouble. They made the sixty miles in one day, and met hundreds of other soldiers from volunteer and militia companies of the counties, in Virginia and in North Carolina, surrounding Southampton.

Massacre followed. Phillips simply notes, “a certain number of innocent blacks shot down,” and Ballagh asserts, “A most impartial trial was given to all, except a few decapitated” in Southampton, while Drewry thought “there was far less of this indiscriminate murder than might have been expected.” Just how much “indiscriminate murder” one ought to “expect” is not clear, but this statement by General Eppes, the officer in command of the affected county, leads one to believe that these historians were rather uncritical in dealing with this phase of the event:

He [the General] will not specify all the instances that he is bound to believe have occurred, but pass in silence what has happened, with the expression of his deepest sorrow, that any necessity should be supposed to have existed, to justify a single act of atrocity. But he feels himself bound to declare, and hereby announces to the troops and citizens, that no excuse will be allowed for any similar acts of violence, after the promulgation of this order, and further to declare, in the most explicit terms, that any who may attempt the repetition of such acts, shall be punished, if necessary, by the rigors of the articles of war. The course that has pursued, he fears, will in some instances be the means of rendering doubtful the guilt of those who may have participated in the carnage . . . . This course of proceeding dignified the rebel and the assassin with the sanctity of martyrdom, and confounds the difference that morality and religion makes between the ruffian and the brave and the honorable.

The editor of the Richmond Whig also referred “with pain” to this “feature of the Southampton Rebellion. . . . We allude to the slaughter of many blacks without trial and under circumstances of great barbarity.” He thought that about forty had thus been killed. A Reverend G. W. Powell, writing August 27, when the reign of terror was by no means over, reported, “Many negroes are killed every day. The exact number will never be known.” The reverend gentleman was correct, but it appears certain that more, many more, than forty were massacred. The Huntsville, Alabama, Southern Advocate of October 15, 1831, declared that over one hundred Negroes had been killed in Southampton. It seems accurate to say that at least twice as many Negroes were indiscriminately slaughtered in that county, as the number of white people who had fallen victim to the vengeance and bondage-hating spirit of the slave.

That some considered themselves martyrs, as General Eppes suggested, is indicated by Governor Floyd’s comment that “All died bravely indicating no reluctance to lose their lives in such a cause;” and a letter to Judge Thomas Ruffin of North Carolina declared, “some of them that were wounded and in the aggonies [sic] of Death declared that they was going happy fore that God had a hand in what they had been doing.”

Nat Turner eluded his pursuers from the end of August until October 30, when he was caught, armed only with an old sword, by Benjamin Phipps. During those weeks there had been rumors that he was drowned, but as a matter of fact he never left his native county. He forsook his hiding place only at night for water, having supplied himself with food.

Turner was tried and, though pleading not guilty, since, as he said, he did not feel guilty, he was condemned to hang. The honorable Jeremiah Cobb pronounced sentence on November 5, in these words: “The judgment of the Court, is that you be taken hence to the jail from whence you came, thence to the place of execution, and on Friday next, between the hours of ten A. M and 2 P. M. be hung by the neck until you are dead! dead! dead! and may the Lord have mercy upon your soul.” About sixteen other slaves and three free Negroes had previously been executed, and on November 11, 1831, their leader, the Prophet, he who had inspired them to value liberty above life, went calmly to his death.

Some of the first contemporary accounts of the revolt stated that it was led by about three whites, but this was later denied, and no good evidence has been seen to demonstrate that any but Negroes were implicated in the uprising itself. There is, however, evidence of joint activity in the troubles and plots immediately following the outbreak. Governor Floyd of Virginia in his legislative message of December 6, 1831, darkly hinted that the unrest was “not confined to the slaves.” The best evidence observed concerning this, in Virginia, is a semiliterate letter from a white person, Williamson Mann, dated Chesterfield County, August 29, 1831, to a slave, Ben Lee, reading:



My old Fellow

Ben—

You will tell or acquaint every servant in Richmond and adjoining countys they all must be in strict readiness, that this occurrence will go throug Virginia with the slaves and whites if there had never been an association—a visiting with free and slaves this would never of been. They are put up by the free about their liberation. Fve wrote to Norfolk, Amelia, Nottoway and sevel other countys to different slaves bob and bill Miller Bowler john ferguson—and sevel other free fellows been at Dr. Crumps—and a great many gentlemens servents how they must act in getting their liberation they must set afire to the city [Richmond] beginning at Shokoe Hill then going through east west north south Set fire to the bridges they are about to break out in Goochland and in Mecklenburg and several other countys very shortly, now their is a barber here in this place—tells that a methodist of the name edmonds has put a great many servants up to how they should do and act by setting fire to this town. I do wish they may succeed by so doing we poor whites can get work as well as slaves or collord. this fellow edmonds the methodist says that judge T. F.—is no friend to the free and your Richmond free associates that your master Watkins Lee brokenberry Johnson Taylor of Norfolk and several other noble delegates is betterly against them all—servants says that billy hickman has just put him up how to do to revenge the whites—edmonds says so you all ought to get revenge—every white in this place is sceared except myself and a few others this methodist has put up a great many slaves in this place what to do I can tell you so push on boys puch on

Your friend Williamson Mann



With the news of this outbreak panic flashed through Virginia. The uprising was infectious and slaves everywhere became restless (or, at least, it was believed that they had become restless) so that the terror, momentarily localized in Virginia, spread up to Delaware and through Georgia, across to Louisiana and into Kentucky. This naturally led some to believe that Turner had concerted measures for rebellion over a wider area than his own county. Thus, Governor Floyd wrote: “From all that has come to my knowledge during and since this affair—I am fully convinced that every black preacher in the whole country east of the Blue Ridge, was in the secret,” and again, “In relation to the extent of the insurrection I think it greater than will ever appear.” A few other contemporary statements of similar purport appeared, and some later writers have adopted the same viewpoint.

The final authority on this question, however, is Nat Turner himself, and he affirmed that the revolt he led was local, and that his activities had been confined to his own neighborhood. He added: “I see, sir, you doubt my word but can you not think the same ideas and strange appearances about this time in the heavens might prompt others, as well as myself, to this undertaking?” In the absence of any evidence of equal weight to the contrary, one must conclude that Turner possessed the characteristic of great leaders in that he sensed the mood and feelings of the masses of his fellow beings, not only in his immediate environment, but generally. The years immediately preceding his effort had been marked by a great rumbling of discontent and protest. Turner’s act, itself carrying that rumbling to a high point, caused an eruption throughout the length and breadth of the slave South—which always rested on a volcano of outraged humanity.


 

1. The nine writers, in addition to Clarke, who contributed to the volume were Lerone Bennett, Jr., Alvin F. Poussaint, Vincent Harding, John Oliver Killens, John A. Williams, Ernest Kaiser, Loyle Hairston, Charles V. Hamilton, and Mike Thelwell.

* In the original, Aptheker’s study is heavily documented with references to articles in contemporary journals and to primary sources including papers and letters of contemporary figures and legal codes, decisions, and so on.
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Civil war and Reconstruction 1861-1877

During the Civil War and the decade that followed it, three new varieties of collective violence reflecting membership in racial categories emerged. Toward the end of the War, black troops (with white officers) were increasingly used by the Federal forces; not all of these troops were used solely in support, though such was generally the case until almost the end of World War II. During the Civil War, also, large-scale racial violence occurred for the first time in the North. After the War there emerged a variety of vigilante groups, “Bald Knobbers” and similar quasi-bandit, quasi-legitimate, organizations that operated to keep the lid on social change and to attempt reinstatement of the “proper” superordinate-subordinate relationship that had obtained between whites and blacks in the antebellum South.

There is not sufficient space to enable treatment in this volume of the legitimate involvement of blacks in the military establishment of the United States. There are accounts elsewhere of vigilante terrorism (see, for example, the selection in this volume on lynching in Omaha, Nebraska, or, for another view, Griffith’s film, Birth of a Nation). In the following selections an attempt is made to convey some of the flavor of major disorders in the North that included antiblack violence and to indicate some of the social causes of these disturbances.


Lawrence Lader

New York’s Bloodiest Week

The Negro population, numbering less than 15,000, suffered most of all. No Negro dared appear on the street. “Small mobs are chasing isolated Negroes as hounds would chase a fox,” Major Edward S. Sanford of the U.S. Military Telegraph Service wired Secretary of War Stanton. Many hotels, fearful of being attacked, displayed large signs: “No Niggers in back!” Abraham Franklin, who supported himself and his mother as a coachman, managed to get to his mother’s house on Seventh Avenue to make sure she was safe. They talked a few minutes, then decided to pray together. A group of rioters burst open the door, beat Franklin, and hanged him before his mother’s eyes.

Peter Heuston, a 65-year-old Mohawk Indian and army veteran of the Mexican War, was mistaken for a Negro and beaten to death near his home on Roosevelt Street, leaving an orphaned daughter of eight.

The mob’s savagery to the Negro sprang from complex motivations—economic, social, and religious. Most of its members were Irish. Comprising over half the city’s foreign-born population of 400,000, out of a total of about 814,000, the Irish were the main source of cheap labor, virtually its peon class. Desperately poor and lacking real roots in the community, they had the most to lose from the draft. Further, they were bitterly afraid that even cheaper Negro labor would flood the North if slavery ceased to exist.

All the frustrations and prejudices the Irish had suffered were brought to a boiling point by the draft. At pitiful wages they had slaved on the railroads and canals, had been herded into the most menial jobs as carters and stevedores. Many newspaper ads repeated the popular prejudice: “No Irish need apply.” An Irish domestic worker was lucky to earn seven dollars a month. Their crumbling frame tenements in areas like the Five Points were the worst slums in the city. Already pressed to the wall, the Irish could logically view the draft as the final instrument of oppression by the rich. One worker wrote the Times: “We love our wives and children more than the rich because we got not much besides them; and we will not go to leave them at home for to starve. ...”

In an objective assessment of the Irish role in the riots, Harper’s Weekly later pleaded that it “be remembered . . . that in many wards of the city the Irish were during the late riot staunch friends of law and order. . . .” Many loyal fire companies were made up of Irishmen. Irish priests opposed the rioters at every step, one risking his life to succor Colonel Henry O’Brien as he was being beaten to death, another persuading a mob not to burn Columbia College at 49th Stieet and Madison  Avenue. Most important oí all, a large segment of the Metropolitan Police were Irishmen who fought the mob with a bravery and devotion probably unequaled in police history.

In the war itself, four New York Irish regiments made impressive records. A former Irish editor, Brigadier General Francis Thomas Meagher, commanded the Irish Brigade. The Irish distinguished themselves at Antietam and Fredericksburg, losing 471 wounded and dead in the latter battle. Of 144,000 Irishmen in the Union Army, over 51,000 were from New York.

But on that Monday afternoon, unfortunately, their pent-up hatred of the Negro exploded in its most savage form. Its object was the Orphan Asylum for Colored Children, a four-story building on Fifth Avenue and 43rd Street, where 233 children were housed.

“Clamoring around the house like demons,” as the Tribune described it, the mob burst the door with axes. The children knelt with Superintendent William E. Davis to pray. Then a long line of frightened boys and girls, two of them infants carried in teachers’ arms, followed Davis out the rear door.

The mob surged through the building, stripping it bare. Hundreds of beds were carried from the dormitory wing. Women and boys grabbed them and carted them down the avenue—a strange procession that one reporter estimated ran for ten blocks. Carpets, desks, chairs, pictures, books, even the orphans’ clothes, were tossed out the windows to the waiting plunderers. Then the handsome building was set on fire.

Fire Chief Decker and two engine companies responded to the call, Decker racing alone into the building, struggling to extinguish the brands tossed by the mob. But rioters followed him, setting new fires. Decker went back, accompanied by six of his men, and put them out again.

This time two dozen rioters grabbed him and would have beaten him to death had not ten firemen rushed to his rescue and warned that their chief would be taken only over their dead bodies. Frustrated, the mob turned suddenly on the Negro children, who huddled in a circle on the corner watching their home go up in flames.

Twenty children were cut off from the main group. “There is little doubt that many and perhaps all of these helpless children would have been murdered in cold blood,” reported the Times. But a young Irishman on the edge of the crowd, Paddy McCaffrey, aided by two drivers from the 42nd Street cross-town bus line and members of Engine Company No. 18, surrounded the children and fought off the mob. While rioters pelted them with stones, they managed to get the children to the thirty-fifth precinct station house. An hour later the orphan asylum was a mess of charred rubble.

Paddy McCaffrey’s heroism was one more contradiction of the assumption that all Irishmen supported the rioters.



Albon P. Man Jr.

Labor Competition and the New York Draft Riots of 1863

The New York draft riots of July, 1863, had their origin largely in a fear of black labor competition which possessed the city’s Irish unskilled workers. Upon emancipation, they believed, great numbers of Negroes would cross the Mason-Dixon line, underbid them in the Northern labor market, and deprive them of jobs. Similar fears helped produce mass anti-Negro violence in World Wars I and II and also in periods of acute labor shortage. The movement of Negro strikebreakers into the East St. Louis, Illinois, area, for example, touched off the demonstrations which occurred there in July, 1917, while the upgrading of a few Negro employees signaled the start of the ugly Philadelphia transit strike of August, 1944.

But the New York draft disturbances remain the bloodiest race riots of American history. Police figures on deaths among the white rioters ranged from 1,200 to 1,500, and it is impossible to know how many bodies of Negro victims of the lynch mobs were borne away by the waters on either side of Manhattan Island. Significantly, the Negro population of the metropolis dropped 20 per cent between 1860 and 1865, declining from 12,472 to 9,945.



Williston H. Lofton

Northern Labor and the Negro During the Civil War

When the registration of men for the draft began in the city on July 12, there was little evidence of opposition, but on the following morning “organized parties of men went from yard to yard, from shop to shop, to compel the workmen to leave their labor, and join the several processions which were wending their way toward the corner of Third Avenue and Forty-sixth Street.” Another report warned that the laborers of the city were preparing to resist the draft.

On the next day rioting began with attacks upon the military and upon the colored residents of the city. One observer felt that “the fact that nearly all the men drafted were laborers and mechanics added fuel to the flame.” It seemed that the outbreak had some organization and planning and was not chance attacks by inflamed workers. It was reported that on the morning of July 14, a large number of “respectable workmen and others were seen to assemble at certain specified spots, and between eight and nine o’clock began moving along various avenues west of Fifth Avenue towards their appointed place of general meeting.” From the beginning the rioters were chiefly workingmen. As the mobs formed, those composing them entered shops and forced the employers to release their workers under threat of destroying the shop if the demands were resisted.

The rioters of the first day were described as being composed of “the employees of the several railroad companies; also the employees of Brown’s iron factory in 41st Street; Cummin’s street contractor, and numerous manufactories in the upper part of the city.”

The rioters turned with great intensity against the colored people, even more than against the military officers and soldiers in the city, who were aiding the metropolitan police in enforcing the Draft Law. As soon as the disturbance began, mobs threatened to burn factories and foundries, giving as the reason that “negroes were employed in them.” Some employers sought to forestall the rioters by discharging their colored workers.

By the second day of the rioting, the anger of the mob seemed to be turned more and more against the Negro population of the city. The draft seemed to be forgotten. The police and the few soldiers aiding them were attacked as a rule only when they went to the aid of the helpless people of color. The charge was made that the outbreak could not be attributed to “anything else than sympathy with the Rebels.” The cry of the rioters was raised against “nigger, Abolition, Black Republican,” along with denunciations of prominent members of the Republican party.

The Negroes of the city were hunted down, beaten, and killed with unbelievable ferocity. One of the city’s newspapers reported that

A perfect reign of terror exists in the quarters of this helpless people, and if the troubles which now agitate our city continue during the week it is believed that not a single negro will remain within the metropolitan limits.

Other evidence indicated that when Negroes were caught by the rioters ’’they were hung up to lampposts, or beaten, jumped on, kicked and struck with iron bars and heavy wooden clubs.” Not only were men attacked but women and children felt the hands of the rioters. Homes were sacked and the inmates driven to the streets.

The sacking of the homes of Negroes was not only evidence of the anti-Negro spirit of the mobs, but was also a display of the desire for loot. As it happened, the riot once under way took curious turns. Grogshops, stores, and the homes of the wealthy were looted.

The vicious attacks upon the Negroes drove them from the city by the thousands. By the time that thousands of soldiers had been brought into the city to restore order, over 3,000 colored people had been made homeless, and hundreds of others were lurking about the suburbs on Long Island and in the woods along the Harlem River. It seemed that they sought especially to escape their Irish persecutors. It was reported that many Negroes had fled to Hoboken because that place “has been a pretty safe refuge for them, as there are but few Irish living in that city.” If the desire of the Irish was to intimidate the Negro workers of New York, they succeeded. By the third day of the riot one observer stated that “the negroes have entirely disappeared from the docks. Many of them, it is said, have been killed and thrown into the river."
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